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INTRODUCTION 

Following the Covid Lockdowns of 2020 and 2021, we started to return to a regular day-
centre delivery at New Horizon. It had been a period of unprecedented change and 
disruption for everyone in the country, but young people had suffered significantly. The 
UK government’s Covid Inquiry found that the lockdowns and wider pandemic led to 
more family conflict, which has an enormous impact on youth homelessness as 
relationship breakdown (often with a parent or caregiver) is the highest driver of youth 
homelessness. The Inquiry also found that Covid-19 had a negative impacts on 
education, less rewarding development and significant mental health challenges.  

By late 2022 we were back to offering a full service 5 days a week from our day centre. 
As we entered a new environment, we experienced a notable shift in the demographics 
of the young people who were accessing the service for help to resolve their 
homelessness. In summer 2023, we started to see a massive increase in young people 
leaving Home Office accommodation into immediate homelessness. We raised the alarm 
on this and quickly ascertained that the cause was the Home Office’s Fast Track 
scheme to clear the ‘asylum backlog’, which was reported to be around 700,000 cases.  

From summer 2023 up until the end of 2024 we saw multiple new young people evicted 
from Home Office accommodation a day, particularly from West Africa and the Middle 
East. We were part of the movement over 2024 who were pushing hard for refugees to 
be given more time to get themselves set up and ready to move on from Home Office 
accommodation. We were delighted when the Home Office announced a pilot in at the 
beginning of 2025 doubling the amount of time people had to ‘move on’ after receiving 
their status.  

Throughout 2025-26 we continued to see NASS leavers presenting at our day centre as 
homeless, including well into the 56 day pilot period (Jan-Sept 2025) but we did see a 
slight decrease between April-August 2025 which we would attribute to the positive 
impact of the pilot. We were shocked and appalled to hear about the U-turn back to 28 
days, especially when we had government assurance the pilot would be in place until at 
least the beginning of 2026. In October 2025 alone we had 56 new young people come 
to our day centre after being evicted from NASS accommodation, a 19% increase on 
September 2025 and a 70% increase on Aug-Sept 2025.  

Many of the young refugees and migrants we supported were desperate to access 
education and start their lives properly in the UK. However, as the numbers of young 
people experiencing homelessness soared, with young people making up 10% of those 
forced to sleep rough, demand for London’s already limited housing stock did too, 
meaning that appropriate accommodation options faced increased waiting times, 
leaving young people street-homeless for longer.  Alongside this, the 
main college intake periods being in September and January meant 
that young people could be waiting several months to enrol on to a 
course. If their housing situations were not resolved in fortunate 
timing, this could be up to a year of waiting. Many of the young 
people we were working with had experienced unimaginable trauma 
on their journeys to the UK, travelling for months to start a new life. 
They had also often had to wait extended periods for a decision 
on their asylum claims, unable to work, study, or 
embrace a permanent community.  

https://covid19.public-inquiry.uk/news/life-changed-so-quickly-major-new-research-reveals-pandemics-profound-impact-on-children-and-young-people-as-inquiry-prepares-for-module-8-hearings/
https://covid19.public-inquiry.uk/news/life-changed-so-quickly-major-new-research-reveals-pandemics-profound-impact-on-children-and-young-people-as-inquiry-prepares-for-module-8-hearings/
https://centrepoint.org.uk/ending-youth-homelessness/what-youth-homelessness/stats-and-facts
https://centrepoint.org.uk/ending-youth-homelessness/what-youth-homelessness/stats-and-facts
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Now homeless, these young people were also now trying to navigate new and 
complicated systems all while working in a second language.  

It was clear to see that we had an emerging need amongst our young people, many of 
whom were keen to improve their English and get involved in activities. To respond to 
this with limited resources and in a quick timeframe, we utilised the skills of a volunteer 
to deliver English language sessions to our young people for several months. However, 
we knew that to make a meaningful impact for young people, this programme would 
need consistent delivery, long-term planning and targeted development.  

In September 2024, we hired a full-time Jobs Education and Training (JET) worker with 
a focus on working with young Refugees and Migrants. The aim of this role was to 
design and develop a unique ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages) 
programme that met the needs of our young people and was truly relevant to their 
specific context. The vision for the project was to support young people to develop their 
language skills, and also to build their confidence and reduce their isolation, 
empowering them through building community at one of the most difficult times in 
their life. It needed to be culturally relevant, youth-led, flexible, inspiring and fun. In 
essence, it was an extension of our wider youth-work programme rather than an 
education course. We thought of it as youth work, translated.  

As we enter the second year of the project, we now look to how we can develop our 
delivery, improving our impact and making a difference for some of the most 
disadvantaged members of our society. 
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The project in numbers 

Driven forward by our amazing JET worker Kajal, the ESOL programme grew to reach 
223 young people experiencing homelessness in its first year alone. Of those, many 
have accessed safe and secure housing, and have accessed further jobs, education or 
training opportunities.  

It served a very diverse cohort. Nine out of ten young people who attended were from a 
non-British background. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Out of the young people who attended (78%) were male, with women (22%) less 
represented, this is congruent with our wider service engagement. 

The programme reached a diverse age range that was evenly spread. 

Age in years Number of young people in 
this age group 

Percentages 

18 16 7.2% 
19 27 12.1% 
20 28 12.6% 
21 36 16.1% 
22 36 16.1% 
23 40 17.9% 
24 40 17.9% 
Total 223 100% 

 

Arab - African
2% Asian - Bangladeshi

0%

Black 
British/African/Caribbean

Middle Eastern
2%

Mixed Ethnicity
1%

Other Ethnicity
1%

Prefer not to say
1%

White - British
2%

White - European
1%

Black African
50%

Ethnic background of our ESOL learners 

Arab - African Asian - Bangladeshi

Black British/African/Caribbean Middle Eastern

Mixed Ethnicity Other Ethnicity

Prefer not to say White - British

White - European Grand Total
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166 (68%) of the young people went on to have a 
positive education or employment outcome. 

54 of those young people with a positive ESOL 
outcome were also supported to secure long-term 

accommodation. 

 

20 young people 
went on to 

receive a formal 
education or 

training 
accreditation. 

 

2 young people 
secured and 

started 
apprenticeships. 

 

23 young 
people 

registered and 
began college. 

60 young people from our ESOL programme went into 
employment. 

33 went on to enrol at a further education course or 
institute. 

4 young people 
secured places at 

universities. 

23 young people 
went onto complete 

other training 
courses. 
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ABOUT THE PROJECT 

The ESOL programme at New Horizon Youth Centre (NHYC) runs for one hour every 
week and serves young people from refugee and migrant backgrounds. It is designed to 
help them develop confidence in using English for daily communication, education and 
work. The programme exists to improve linguistic ability and foster a sense of belonging 
among young people who are navigating the challenges of settling in the UK. Many of 
the young people who attend the programme are in transitional phases like waiting for 
college placements, immigration decisions or stable housing. The ESOL class also acts 
as a consistent and low-barrier space for engagement during this period. Beyond 
language learning, the programme also offers opportunities for peer support and 
leadership. Some young people who have previously learned English as an additional 
language contribute by supporting others in their learning journey, which is also an 
opportunity for them to reinforce their own skills and gain a sense of purpose and 
agency. The ESOL space also encourages intercultural dialogue by bringing together 
participants from diverse communities to share experiences, discuss cultural nuances 
and learn about life in the UK. The programme also aims to ease young people’s 
transition into formal education, especially college-based ESOL courses, by building 
confidence and familiarity with language learning in a supportive environment. 

Theoretical Foundations that Informed Practice: 

• Language is often positioned as a gateway and a barrier to participation in 
education and employment for migrants. Refugees and migrants are expected to 
learn English as a condition for integration and employability, yet funding for 
accessible ESOL provision has been systematically reduced. This contradiction 
reinforces inequality. The ESOL programme at NHYC responds to this gap by 
offering a free, trauma-informed learning space that is accessible and inclusive. 

• The programme draws on the principles of non-formal education where learning 
occurs outside traditional institutional settings and values participation, 
flexibility and learner agency. Many of the young people have experienced 
displacement, trauma or educational disruption. The sessions are intentionally 
trauma-informed, prioritising safety, flexibility and empowerment rather than 
rigid linguistic performance. The programme also recognises that learners bring 
with them significant prior knowledge, life experiences, skills and cultural capital 
which are often undervalued or unacknowledged in formal education systems. 
For migrants and refugees, this lack of recognition can lead to deskilling and 
underemployment. By validating and building on their existing knowledge, the 
programme resists deficit narratives and positions learners as active contributors 
to their own and others’ learning journeys. Drawing on Blommaert’s theories of 
literacy as a social practice, the programme views language not simply as a 
technical skill but as something deeply embedded in power relations and social 
contexts.  

• A sociocultural view of second language acquisition acknowledges that adult 
learners often acquire language primarily to interact (to live, work, and connect) 
rather than to master grammatical form. This understanding aligns with 
Community Language Teaching which prioritises communicative purpose, 
collaboration and personal expression over structural correctness. 
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• The ESOL programme uses participatory methodologies where learning is 
dialogic. The teacher is not the sole source of knowledge but a co-learner 
engaging in dialogue with participants. This approach helps develop critical 
consciousness and allows learners to question social structures and power 
dynamics especially surrounding migration, belonging and identity. 

• The ESOL programme acknowledges that empowering learners merely to 
succeed as individuals within a system that disadvantages them can 
inadvertently reinforce structural inequalities. A more transformative goal is to 
cultivate emancipatory learning where learners engage with and challenge 
societal barriers that exclude them, so the programme aims to not just teach 
language, but also to enable participation of the young people in collectively 
reshaping a more inclusive society. 
 

Practice: 

• Sessions are co-facilitated by staff and young people with lived experience of 
migration and/or homelessness ensuring that learning is peer-led and relatable. 

• Learners are encouraged to think and reflect in their native languages before 
translating their ideas into English affirming their multilingual knowledge and 
positioning their first language as an asset.  

• Rather than prioritising all the linguistic skills at once such as speaking, reading, 
listening or writing, the programme offers multiple means of expression allowing 
learners to choose how they want to communicate what they’ve learned and 
engage in the learning. Some may write, others may perform, discuss or draw 
creating a multidimensional and inclusive learning environment. 

- Because the youth centre’s environment is dynamic and attendance 
fluctuates, lesson plans are intentionally flexible and self-contained 
ensuring that new participants can join at any point without feeling left 
behind. Each session stands independently while still contributing to a 
broader collective learning process. 

• Cultural exchange is embedded throughout, with sessions often including 
activities such as language swaps, debates and discussions on cultural traditions 
and social norms. These interactions not only enhance communicative 
competence but also cultivate mutual respect and curiosity across diverse 
identities. 
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CASE STORY 

HG, aged 20 is a refugee from Eritrea. He first came to New Horizon in March 2026. 

“When I come before I don’t have family or friends. When I come to New Horizon 
now, I have a family, I have friends. I have so many friends.”  

He has spent time rough sleeping on the streets of London and staying in a shelter in a 
church. He is currently getting his housing situation sorted with our Housing Advice 
team, finding him suitable accommodation near his church and community. 

“Here everyone understands my situation. Everyone understands me. When I first 
come to New Horizon I was bad because I was sleeping outside. Everyone said, ‘no 
problem’. Kaine (youth voice worker) said, ‘Hi hi, no problem, man’. I like that.” 

HG really enjoys taking part in the activities provided at New Horizon. He especially the 
football and basketball training. 

“My favourite activity is football and basketball. I look forward to it the most. 
Simon (sports and men’s youth worker) says ‘motivate, keep going’. I like that.”  

Since attending ESOL classes and housing workshops his confidence has grown hugely. 

“Before, when I come to New Horizon I can’t speak English. I can’t [be] confident. 
But now I learn in ESOL I am better now. I’m not perfect but I try a little bit. I like 
housing workshop. I feel more confident about how housing works.” 

His favourite thing about New Horizon? “Everything” 

HG’s story shows how important our ESOL sessions are as part of New Horizon’s youth 
work. Combined with the sports sessions and housing workshops, HG is now feeling 
more confident, making friends and able to think about his future. 
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FUTURE PLANS 

As we move further into 2026, we continue to see an overrepresentation of young 
refugees and asylum seekers in London’s homelessness statistics, with Government 
figures for England revealing a rise from 3,560 in 2021/22 to 19,310 in 2024/25. At the 
same time, political rhetoric towards refugees and migrants has become increasingly 
toxic. At New Horizon, we believe it’s more important than ever that we continue to 
deliver holistic services that enable this cohort to engage in a meaningful way at 
a period of instability and challenge. Moving into the second year of the project, our 
fantastic new JET worker Maria has already delivered over 10 ESOL sessions, themed 

Hear from the ESOL  
learners 

 

What word would you use to describe  
your experience of the ESOL Programme? 

“Comfortable 
- I feel free. 

It’s not like in 
college and 
the time is 

suitable.” NT 
 

“Relaxed – I 
meet other 
people from 

same 
background and 

learning from 
them.” MM 

“Hope – the people and studying together. We 
share the same journey and culture and the 

teacher and all the staff are good so there is hope 
to keep moving forward.” SA 

 

“Calm” AM 

 

 

“Meaningful – 
because l learn a 
lot of new words 

and I share a 
different culture 
with a different 

people that’s 
why.” TA 
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around topics designed to develop young people’s understanding of, and 
engagement in, their specific circumstances. So what else is next for ESOL at NHYC? 

As we are moving through the second half of this year of ESOL delivery, we are noticing 
patterns in the needs and progress of our beneficiaries and actively seeking 
opportunities to develop new activities and opportunities for young refugees. Research 
shows that social integration of refugees in a new country is facilitated by developing a 
sense of belonging through social connection, but also their ability to provide for 
themselves, be able to achieve their goals and reach their full potential. Therefore, 
whilst working on employability is very important, it is also essential to develop an 
understanding of the local culture and societal rules, especially when people come from 
very different backgrounds.  

Therefore, the aim of our ESOL classes feels like it must be two-folded:  

1. Improving English language skills and  

2. Supporting young refugees with social integration.  

In regards to the first aim, our classes offer an environment where young people can 
feel comfortable to practise their English regardless the level where they might be. Our 
classes welcome all young people who access the day centre to create opportunities for 
people of different cultures and language capabilities to interact and learn from and 
with each other. Our ESOL classes offer the opportunity for young people to interact 
using spoken English, discuss with each other in pairs or small groups, prepare a short 
presentation and then present it to the whole group. Young people also can read 
English and write using different media such as digital forms (laptops and phones) as 
well as paper and pen. The lessons aim to encourage the participation and progress of 
all attendees, so the goals and materials used are accessible to people of different 
language levels and capabilities. Young people are encouraged to pair up/use online 
translation tools if helpful, translate for each other as well as adjust the activities for 
each young person when needed.  

When a young person showed that he had never written in English before we focused 
on him learning to write his name in English. Recently, after a few sessions and hard 
work he was able to write a full text as per the task which is very much celebrated by 
everyone.  

The second aspect of our ESOL classes seems to be broader, but it works 
simultaneously with the first aim and supports it. Our ESOL sessions are informed 
through our consultations with other NHYC staff as we discuss the various obstacles 
that we notice our young refugees face in their efforts to get housing, access education 
and jobs and retain a good living standard against all the obstacles of the system. 
Therefore, we feel that it is helpful to create a curriculum that helps our young people 
interact with everyday issues that they might be facing as they are tackling 
homelessness and adjustment in a new country and language. For example, we have 
designed sessions on how to fill in forms with personal details, understanding concepts 
of gender vs sex, how to respond to messages from professionals, how to use a laptop, 
request or respond to appointments. Additionally, we incorporate information on British 
history or basic knowledge of life in London such as commuting and landmarks. We try 
to use digital means such as presentations on Canva, Mentimeter and various group 

https://www.unhcr.org/handbooks/ih/social-connections/promoting-integration-through-social-connections
https://www.unhcr.org/handbooks/ih/social-connections/promoting-integration-through-social-connections
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activities so that the sessions are engaging fun and creative for the young people 
while they also learn in a natural way. 

We are also in the process to enhance this learning experience through trips around 
London and visits to galleries, museums, theatres and cinemas and other cultural 
experiences for our young people. We have already planned a theatre visit for the 
summer and hopefully book some more to enrich the cultural intake of our young 
people. We are also working on expanding our partnerships to provide more experiences 
for young people such as therapeutic drama workshops for refugee week with 
Phosphoros and workshops with Refugee Education UK. The feedback from the young 
people so far seems to be very encouraging for the direction we want things to go, they 
are enjoying the sessions, they keep coming to the centre for the ESOL classes 
specifically and ask for trips to learn more about British culture and life in London in 
general.  

Perhaps it is also important to make a point regarding the trauma-informed practice 
that our ESOL classes aim to have. Our materials aim to be respectful of the different 
backgrounds, religions and experiences and trauma that our young people might have. 
We try to give space for our young people to express themselves when they wish to, 
and we try to create an environment where people can relax from the burden and 
struggle of any crisis they might be going through or have gone through. For example, 
we do little exercises like checking with people’s feelings from 1-10 in the beginning of 
the class -should they want to participate of course- and acknowledge everyone’s 
efforts in the end with a group activity in a circle congratulating and appreciating 
everyone as a team. We firmly believe that healing comes through positive relationships 
and connections and therefore we aim to nurture these relationships between staff and 
young people as well as amongst the young people themselves. This healing takes time, 
but we see our ESOL classes as a space that can nurture positive relationships, will be a 
source of encouragement for any crisis that young people might be going through and 
an opportunity for them to discover their skills and talents and be encouraged to use 
them to find their place in their new home and thrive.  

All in all, we hope that our ESOL classes will continue to develop incorporating ideas and 
suggestions from our young people, observations from other NHYC staff and our 
continuous research and learning. Our ESOL sessions have great capacity for 
development and can expand from simply English language classes to become a key 
part of our young refugees’ healing journey and social integration in the UK.  

 

CONCLUSION 

We are really proud of the work that has been delivered as part of our ESOL project over 
the last few years, and how this has contributed to the development of our whole 
organisation in terms of our understanding of how to work with an emerging cohort of 
young refugees and migrant within our service.  This year the theme of Refugee Week is 
“courage”. It’s clear to see how this reflects the qualities of our young people, not only 
in their journey to the UK to seek safety, but also in their ability to navigate new and 
challenging circumstances once they arrive. The JET team at New Horizon has always 
aimed to open doors for young people, connecting them to opportunities they wouldn’t 
otherwise have access to and supporting them to develop their skills. We know that this 
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work is essential to a holistic approach that means that young people resolve their 
homelessness sustainably and in the long-term.  

This same approach has guided our work with young refugees and migrants as we 
recognise that for young people to thrive in an unfamiliar environment, they need 
support to improve their confidence & understanding, as well as to develop a sense of 
belonging.  Introducing ESOL provision hasn’t just helped our young people to gain 
skills, it has played a key part in our own organisational development and our 
ability to provide a service that meets the needs of young people from a range of 
backgrounds. As young people have become more confident in themselves and in us 
as a service, they have been able to share their experiences and needs more openly and 
improve our organisational understanding.  

To continue to grow, we aim to increase our ESOL provision and work with a range of 
fantastic organisations with expertise in supporting young refugees and migrants, 
particularly in relation to helping them secure jobs, education and training 
opportunities. We will now look to improve our measures of success, both in 
quantitative and qualitative recording. As we embed our new organisational strategy, 
ESOL and JET provision will play a key role in preparing young people for their next 
steps and then contributing to their ability to lay down roots in a new community. Our 
aim is that this not only helps to change the life of an individual but also effects positive 
societal change at a time when this is most crucial.   

 

 


